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By Jennie Bedsworth

Piney Woods School in rural Mississippi
offers students a jump start on the future
t age 15, Xavier Spann
already knows he wants
to be a veterinarian.
He's fairly sure he'll
specialize in animal reproductive health when
he begins his career. He's experienced at artificial insemination, and a year ago he was
already receiving college application packets in the mail.
He was the only ninth grader
he knows of who took the
ACfexam.
What drives this teenager's
motivation? He says it's fueled
b the opportunities he has had

attending and living at Piney
Woods School, located in rural
Mississippi.
For Spann, coming to Piney
Woods represented a lifestyle
change. His father serves in the
Coast Guard, and he and his
family often relocated. He went
to so many elementary schools
he can't remember them all
offhand. Leaving behind new
friends and settling down in
new states, from Virginia to
Texas, was familiar to him.
In August of 1999, Spann
was given an opportunity many
ouths still dream of. He began

the first of four consecutive years
at Piney Woods. He'd wanted to
go there since his grandmother
told him about it when he was
little, and waited years to be old
enough.
"My grandmother wanted my
mother and aunts and uncles to
go there before it was as prestigious as it is today," he says.
In eighth grade, the time was
right. Spann applied to Piney
Woods and was accepted. He is
more fortunate than many others who are turned down each
year. However, students are not
turned down for financial rea-

Top: The entrance to Piney Woods
School is picturesque from U.S. Highway 49, located in rural Mississippi.
Above: Student Xavier Spann anxiously waited for years before he was
old enough to apply to Piney Woods.

sons, explains Billy Sumrall,
Piney Woods agriculture director. The private school is a rural,
faith-based organization that
was started by a St. Joseph,
Mo., native nearly 100 years
ago. A 500-acre teaching farm,
where students work and learn
about agriculture, is adjoined
to the school's main campus.
Laurence Jones, who founded

Left: Spann discusses upcoming
cattle shows with Billy Sumrall, Piney
Woods agriculture director.

Piney Woods, could have worked
nearly wherever he wanted. His
choices included several more
secure occupations. He could
have lived an easy lifestyle, free
from poverty, hunger, and the
burdens of caring for others.
Some would say Jones took the
road less traveled. But it would
be more accurate to say he had
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a part in paving such a road.
As a young man from the
Midwest, in the early 1900s,
J ones left his childhood home
in Missouri, and later completed
his college years, graduating
from the University of Iowa. Ignoring more lucrative alternatives, he headed into the deep
South, not only unheard of for

Yankees at the time, but even
dangerous for a black man born
just one generation after slavery
was outlawed.
J ones dreamed of providing
educational opportunities and a
better way of life for impoverished blacks who worked on
share-crop farms in the rural
South. Facing days without
sleep or food, and even near
lynchings, he pushed on. His
journey eventually ended in the
piney woods of Mississippi.
Through the help of friends
he made along the way, and
the use of his communication
skills, Jones finally started his
little school in Piney Woods,
Miss. His first class consisted
of him teaching a few barefoot farm children, and adults,
how to read. The school slowly,
painstakingly grew, along with

the stories that surrounded it.
J ones taught the basics of
agriculture, such as how students could make better seed
selections to improve their
crops. They learned how to save
money to make it last through
the year, and how to make sure
they were getting a fair price
for their crops.
hildren were taught the
basic skills of reading
and writing. Many would
later go on to earn college degrees and teach
other students, or buy
their own land and raise crops
that yielded twice what their
parents' did.
J ones' dream of an improved
education and a better lifestyle
for rural families was realized.
Today the school remains. It
serves a somewhat different
culture, but is still based on
the principles upon which it
was founded.

Above: These chutes are used in real
farm work, such as artificial insemination conducted by students.

Many of today's graduates go
on to Ivy-League schools, and
an impressive percentage of
students attend college or go
into the military.
Just as in the early 1900s, students must work part-time to
help pay for their board and education. Financial aid is available to students who need it,
and the school is primarily supported by donations. Students
from throughout the U.S. and
beyond are enrolled, and today
all races are accepted.
When applying, students
must respond to inquiries such
as: "Tell us about community
or family activities that are important to you," and "Choose a
person not related to you whom
you have known personally and
tell why hel she has made an
impact on your life."

A book written in the 1950s,
The Little Professor of Piney
Woods by Beth Day, tells the
school's stories. Among the
anecdotes is one about a little
blind girl Jones found begging
on the street, whom he took
in and taught to take care of
herself and read braille. Piney
Woods was the first school in
Mississippi certified to teach
blind children.
Stories. The book tells of a
crippled boy whose father
brought him to visit Laurence
J ones, explaining, "He warn't
much good for farming." The
boy eventually went on to graduate with a diploma from Piney
Woods, and stayed to work as
the dean of boys and to serve
as the director of the school's
printing department.
The stories go on, and today
are joined by modern tales,
such as the one of Xavier Spann.
Spann's day, like
all other students'
at Piney Woods, begins when dorm parents wake him up at
5:30 a.m. Breakfast
begins at 7 a.m. Then
it's on to 20 minute s of Christian
devotions, which are
followed by the singing
of the school song
and reciting of the
Christian pledge of
allegiance.
The rest of each
student's day revolves around faith,
school, and work.

Students are expected to
work 10 hours a week or more.
This helps pay their tuition, and
can prepare them for careers in
agriculture, business, and more.
Spann spends most of his required work hours, along with
a chunk of his free time, on
the school's farm. He shows cattle, practicing at Piney Woods'
large arena.
He can perform and explain
the technicalities of artificial insemination, and works on
wildlife projects through the
school's nature club.
Sports are important at Piney
Woods, but not as vital as in
other schools such as the innercity middle school Spann attended before eighth grade.
Differences. "If you played
football at that school you were
a prestigious person," Spann
explains. He says he was good
at football, but he is glad his
grades are more im. portant to his peers
· and teachers now.
"That's a positive
attribute of Piney
· Woods," he says.
And, at inner-city
· schools, Spann adds,
he wouldn't get the
· same kind of onfarm and on-campus
. experience he's getting now.
Piney Woods is
preparing him for
life at college. "I already have an idea
of what it's like living in a dorm with

Top: Students at Piney Woods are
provided agricultural education
in the classroom and in the field.
Above: Students use this comb and
brush to prepare calves for local
and statewide livestock competitions.

other people," he explains.
One of Spann's agriculture
teachers, Billy Sumrall, helped
him get into a program that
gives students a taste of what
it's like to be a veterinarian. The
Tuskeegee Vet Step Program,
which he attended between his
eighth and ninth grade years,
helped assure Spann about his
career choice.
Spann also has chances to
travel out of state to cattle
shows such as the National J unior Brangus Show. He says students with interests outside of
agriculture have equal opportunities. "Choir students get to go
on a lot of music-oriented trips,"
he explains.
Wherever their interests lie,
Piney Woods students have
opportunities to perfect their
skills in job-related areas. Spann
and other students may find
truth in one of Laurence Jones'
own lessons: "Devote yourself
to a worthy task. You can't fail
to have a worthy life."
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